Several months ago, while walking
through a ward in Hadassah Hospital on
Mt. Scopus, Voices Publisher Israel Katx
happened upon two clowns entertaining
childven and mothers in the hospital's out-
patient clinic. He was moved by the sight of
a little boy smiling under an oxygen mask,
and mothers and nurses laughing at the
clowns' antics.

Medical clowns are not just clowns; they
are drama therapists with red noses. They
spread joy and laughter where they're most
needed - within the somber and often scary
walls of a hospital, or therapewtic center.

the benefits of having clowns “fooling
around” in their corridors and rooms.
Doctors and nurses alike are developing
a respect for those jesters with painted
faces, wacky clothes and big shoes.
They're finding that trained medical
clowns can help patients in ways that
traditional medicine can't.

rowing numbers of Israeli

hospitals have begun to recognize

"A clown has conversations with
your soul. While the doctors are busy

giving the medicines, and the nurse is
involved physically with the patient, the
clown deals with the person’s emotions -
getting him in touch with his inner self,
and enabling him to see the possibility of
getting back to normal life," said Jeff
Gordon, who teaches regular folks to
become medical clowns.

"Clowning is some-
thing that has always
touched people. Medical
clowning helps them
connect with their own
strengths and joy and
optimism. It assists them
in getting over the trauma
of the hospital exper-
ience," Jeff said.

Almost 400 medical
clowns are  helping
patients cope in medical
institutions throughout
Israel with their special
brand of humor therapy. They have been
trained and directed by Simchat HalLev,
the non-profit organization that
coordinates "clown therapy". This

unique therapy raises patients' spirits
through imagination, fantasy, humor and
laughter.

Only three years old, Simchat HaLev
has made tremendous inroads into the
medical world, thanks to the initiation
and resolve of its founder Tzvi Meir.

While he characterizes himself as a
"pretty serious person”, Tzvi said he was
determined to begin a medical clown
program in Israel, because "Mitzvah
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gedola lehivot besimcha (It's is a big
mitzvah to be joyous) and I
thought hospitals needed a little

simcha."
The first hospital Tzvi
approached with his

revolutionary plan was one of
Israel's largest and most advanced
facilities, the Assaf HaRofeh
Medical Center in Tzrifin. "In the
beginning they thought I was a
little 'off.’ "This is a hospital, not a
place for jokes." But I showed
them how laughter and clowns
could help people. Slowly the
hospital began to understand the
importance of clowning," Meir
said.
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asking them to open their doors to
Simchar Halev's clowns. "Every hospital
was another story," Tzvi said. "Some took
it easily. Some were harder."

Today Simchat Halev medical
clowns can be found in Schneider
Hospital, Petach Tikvah; Bikur Holim,
[lan, Eitanim, Neve Horim, Hadassah
and Shaarei Zedek Hospitals, Jerusalem;
Hospital of the Western Galilee,
Nahariya; Kaplan Hospital, Rehovot; the
Youth Wing of the Hospital for the
Mentally Ill, Nes Ziona; Wolfson
Hospital, Tel Aviv; and other medical
centers in Haifa, Hader, Tel Hashomer,
Holon, Afula and more.

Jeff Gordon noted, "More and more,
the hospital is saying that [medical clown
therapy] is an integral part of the
hospital setting, and giving us respect for
the work, and a space to do our work.
I've even had situations where the
doctor's said, "We'll wait for you to finish.'
We're not interfering with their work."
On the contrary, Jeff feels that medical
clowns, armed with their balloons and
cherry red noses, complement the work
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of doctors on a different - emotional and
internal - plane.

Along with Tzvi Meir, Jeff is devoted
to the goal of spreading Simchat HalLev
happiness to every hospital, senior
citizens residence, facility for special
kids, and even home-bound patients.

Why Laugh?

The motto, "Laughter is the best
medicine," has been increasingly proven
over the past four decades. When
Norman Cousins, editor of the New York
magazine Saturday Review, became ill
with a crippling disease in 1964, he
worked with his doctor to introduce
"humor therapy” into his medical
treatment. Having read a book about the
power of negative emotions to induce
illness, he wondered if positive emotions
could induce health.

Cousins found that they could, and
he detailed his research and findings in
the first book of its kind on humor
therapy, "Anatomy of an Illness."

- Around that time, the now famous

West Virginia doctor Patch Adams was

spreading his brand of medicine - one of
compassion, involvement and laughter.

Years later Connecticut surgeon, Dr.
Bernie Siegel wrote a book detailing his
belief that the power of healing stems
from the human mind and will.

Thanks to these visionaries, the
effects of joy and laughter on the human
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